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Abstract

Because of the unique characterigtics of distance education, teachers must learn new
skillsto be successful at helping sudents learn in this environment. These killsarein the
aress of technology, students, the distance education team, and ingtructiona design.
Digtance education technology skills include becoming familiar with the technologies

that are avallable for use as well aslearning how to use and utilize the available
technologies. A distance teacher should be skilled in working with students over a
distance, incorporating interactive learning activities into the instruction. The distance
teacher must aso be skilled in working with other members of the distance education
team. Being able to create and adapt ingtruction for a distance environment isdso a
necessary skill for the distance educator. As teachers incorporate these skills they will be

successful in teaching learners in remote locations



SKILLSOF A DISTANCE EDUCATOR: A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Distance education is becoming an increasingly common and accepted form of
learning. Distance education is made possible, even desirable, by advances in technology
which dlow ateacher to ingruct sudentsin multiple locations. Distance education

alows ateacher to overcome the boundaries of space and time.

Studentsin the K- 12 educational environment are receiving increasing exposure
to distance education. This education takes two forms. In thefirst, a classroom of
students can use technology to access information from distant locations to develop their
understanding "a home." In the second form, K-12 teachers use audio | video

connections and | or the Internet to provide indruction to students at distant locations.

While distance education provides many benefits for K-12 education, its
emergence presents new problems for teachers. There are differences between teaching
over adistance and teaching face-to-face, and teachers must adapt their teaching style to
make distance education effective (Dillon & Walsh, 1992; Gehlauf, Shaiz & Frye, 1991).
"By subgtituting the teacher-in-a-video-monitor for one who is present physicaly,
without making any changes to the classroom organization or curriculum, the technology
actualy subtracts educationd vaue' (Kinnaman, 1995, p.58). Distance education is

emerging in K-12 schools and



new education skills are needed. However, distance educators are not receiving training
for the needed sKkills. Currently, little or no training in distance education is provided for
K-12 educatorsin their pre-service or in-service classes. "Thereisalack of training
opportunity in distance education which could help faculty overcome anxieties about
technology and might improve teacher attitudes' (Mcl saac & Gunawardena, 1996, p.
429). Astraining in the unique skills of distance education is provided for K-12 educators
they will be ableto utilize the unique advantages of teaching and learning over adistance.
The purpose of thisreview isto draw from the literature on distance education at al
levelsto outline the skills needed by K-12 teachers to be effective in the distance

education environment.

There are some fundamental eements of ingtruction that should be gpplied in any
ingructiond setting. This review assumes the necessity of these teaching skills and
focuses on the kills of ingruction that are unique to distance education. The skills that
K -12 teachers need to be effective in distance education can be divided into three main
aress, technology skills, people kills, and ingructiond design skills. Whilethereis

overlap between them, each of these will be discussed separately.



Technology Skills

Technology makes education over adistance possble. A teacher in adistance
education setting must know what technologies are available for use and how to use (and
utilize) those technologies. Minali (1996) lists "technophobia’ and computer illiteracy as

two of the barriers to the growth of distance education.

The technologies teachers mugt be familiar with can be roughly divided into two
categories: those used for synchronous (redl-time interaction) and asynchronous distance
education. Some of the technologies used for synchronous distance educetion include
audio conferencing, video conferencing, radio, two-way satellite/microwave, and
computer conferencing. For asynchronous distance educetion, technologies could indude

audiotapes, cable television, videotape, and voice mail (Thach & Murphy, 1995).

In addition to these technologies, computers are used in alarge portion of
asynchronous distance education, as well as some synchronous Situations. In these
settings, often termed an "online classroom,” or " computer- mediated communication,”
teachers use the Internet, including the World Wide Web, computer conferencing,
mailing ligts, and bulletin board systems (BBS) (Berge, 1997; Minoli, 1996). Teachers
must dso become skilled in using networks (Berge & Callins, 1995; Lewis, Whitaker &
Julian, 1995; Steele, 1995). Distance teachers use networks to exchange information with

students and to access information for the course. With a network and other online



services, teachers can get information through library resource systems, including online
databases and journals, external data bases, online gpplications, software libraries, and

online interest groups (Beaudoin, 1990; Paulsen, 1995).

Part of teaching over a distance involves keegping up with the technologies
involved. Distance educators should know where to get "information about updated
hardware and software, technica assstance, maintenance and repair of equipment,
communication with vendors, acquisition and cataoging of materias, demongtrating new
hardware and software, and establishing standards and procedures’ (Beaudoin, 1990,
p.28). Distance educators should be familiar with the strengths and weaknesses of the

particular delivery system they are working with (Willis, 1992).

In addition to knowing about the technologies used in distance education, teachers
should know how to use the technologies that are available. "The effectiveness of your
teaching is highly dependent on how well you can use the technology involved" (Moore
& Keardey, 1996, p.126; see aso Thach & Murphy, 1995). "Both distance teachers and
students must be skilled users of the technical system if the technology is to become
trangparent - unnoticed - during class discussons’ (Gunawardena, 1992, p.59; see also
Minoali, 1996; Witherspoon, 1995). The teacher should be comfortable enough with the
technology that the process of working with it does not interfere with the ingtruction (Ho,
1991; Laney, 1996; Willis, 1994). Being comfortable with the technology includes being
able to switch between devices in a synchronous setting, for example, switching between
multiple on-gte and off-Site cameras and the computer. It dso includes using the various

computer features and other technologies in an asynchronous setting, without Ietting the



technology get in the way of the learning process (Minali, 1996). The necessary sKill is
being able to "go beyond the technology and not let it dominate the environment or the
focus' (Comeaux, 1995, p. 359). Teachers must dso know how to sift through the
mountain of information that the technology provides accessto. Thisincludes
competency in filtering, filing, storing, and navigating through the information (Dierker,

1995; Lewis, Whitaker & Julian, 1995; Minali, 1996).

Technology can be used to teach students over adistance, but the real benefit
comes when teachers learn how to utilize the technology for maximum learning.
"Teachers mugt know something about the potentia of technology to facilitate learning
and to enhance their own effectiveness’ (Beaudoin, 1990, p. 22). Many studies of
distance education compare it againg traditiond education to seeif it measures up.
However, in some ways distance education can be more effective than traditiona
education. As ateacher learns and plans for technicaly-mediated instruction, exploring
new opportunities provided by the new medium, they introduce new power and
responsbility to the learner (Connick & Russo, 1995; Kinnaman, 1995). Instructors can
ask the question: "What do we intend to achieve by using this medium that wouldn't be
achieved in some other way?' (Lewis, Whitaker & Julian, 1995, p.27). "The point hereis
that the future of distance education is not about moving from teacher as dispenser of
information to technology as dispenser of information. It's about a collaboration between
teachers and technology that overcomes the restrictions of time and space, enabling

sudentsto learn more, in lesstime, and with far less overhead" (Kinnaman, 1995, p.58).



The technology can also take over many teacher tasks, freeing the teacher to be
more cregtive in doing those things that are most beneficid to teaching, eg. interacting
with students to promote discussion, critical thinking, and application (Beaudoin, 1990;
Moore, 1993; Thach, 1993).

People Skills

Knowledge of the technology is an important key to success in distance
education, but not the mgjor key. "Although faculty need to understand how to use the
technology, more important skills involve personalizing the ingruction and incorporating
Sudent involvement strategies into the ingructiona experience’ (Dillon & Walsh, 1992,
p.16; see dso Witherspoon, 1995). "Technology makes it possible. . . but the focus of it
dl isthe student™ (Witherspoon, 1995, p.17). Instructors can make the course more
persona by learning specific things about students, and focusing on them rether than the
technology (Elliot, 1995; Ho, 1991; Willis, 1992). In astudy by Thach & Murphy (1995)
interpersond communication skills were listed as the skills used most often by distance

educators.

Student interaction is a fundamental eement of distance education. "Keeping
sudents fully involved is an even greater chalenge than usud, when they areina
different location” (Tiene, 1997, p.127). A lecture type presentation of course content is
less effective for distance education, and teachers should avoid the “talking head”
(Comeauix, 1995; Geblauf, Shatz & Frye, 1991; Gunawardena, 1992; Ho; 1991; Laney,

1996; Moore & Keardey, 1996; Thach & Murphy, 1995; Willis, 1992). The literature



often speaks of "learner-centered ingtruction” and the teacher becoming afacilitator of
learning rather than a dispenser of information (Beaudoin, 1990; Berge, 1997; Connick &
Russo, 1995; Fowler, 1995; Gunawardena, 1992; Ohler, 1995; Willis, 1989; Willis,
1994). Assuming that learning is based on what students do rather than what teachers do,
Beaudoin (1990) said "faculty engaged in distance education must be adept at facilitating
students learning through particular atention to process, unlike classroom-based teachers
whose traditiond role islargely confined to selecting and sharing content” (p. 21). One
teacher said "1 had to change my role from that of teacher at the front of the classroom
and the center of the process to that of facilitator who is one with the participants and
whose primary roleisto guide and support the learning process' (Gunawardena, 1992,
p.61). "We should try to conceptudize distance education as a more open partnership of
teachers and sef directing learnersin which individua learners decide, conduct, and
control much of the learning process’ (Moore & Keardey, 1996, p.135). A key to a
successful distance education classroom becomes asking the right questions rather than

having the right answers (Berge, 1997).

In addition to asking the right questions, there are many ways ateacher can
encourage student interaction and become a facilitator of learning. "However, further
research, especidly of an experimenta kind, is urgently needed concerning these
techniques of facilitating interaction” (Moore & Keardey, 1996, p.71). Because a certain
element of non-verbal communication islogt in distance education teachers must
specificdly plan interaction activities into the class (Thach, 1993). A fundamenta skill is

establishing, over the distance, an atmosphere of warmth and interest where students fed



comfortable and willing to participate (Billings, 1995; Comeaux, 1995; MeHenry &
Bozik, 1995; Rohfdd & Hiemstra, 1995; Thach, 1993). To promote interaction, teachers
should be skilled in moderating discussion, collaborative learning activities, self-

reflection, and what Berge (1997) calls "authentic learning activities (i.e. inquiry,
problem-based activities, case studies, projects, peer critique and support)” (p. 44).
Distance educators from an dementary school in lowa suggest that teachers refer to
students by name to answer questions or make comments, and to keep the students
involved by watching and adjusting more cooperative and competitive sudent activities
would aso enhance the interaction (Eastmond & Ziegahn, 1995; Elliot, 1995; Lehman,
1995). According to Moore and Keardey (1996), teachers should ask questions,
encourage student presentations, and get students to talk to each other. Some activitiesto
promote this are debates, smulations, games, role plays, and discussion groups (Billings,
1995; Comesauix, 1995; Paulsen, 1995). In addition to these activities, it isimportant for
the teacher to be patient and wait for responses, as the technology may cause adelay

(Willis, 1989; Willis, 1992).

Part of facilitating learning is adapting to student needs and backgrounds. Because
the class takes place over a distance, teachers must learn how to appreciate and adapt to
various cultures and lifestyles (Thach, 1993; Willis, 1994). The traditiona classroom
typicaly has students from one location so the students share a Smilar culture and
homogeneous background. Since distance education can reach sudentsin multiple
locations, even throughout the world, the teacher must adapt to the student differences.

Working with multiple locations aso introduces potentia scheduling conflicts for K-12

10



distance educators. Participating schools may be on different school cdendars, or have
class periods that conflict (Beaudoin, 1990; Tiene, 1997). Working with students from
many different schools aso makesit likdly that teachers will they had to "water down™
their curriculum in order to meet the needs of students at different schools (Tiene, 1997).

An important skill dosdly tied to interaction is giving and diciting feedback over
adistance. Because the face-to-face interaction, and thus a degree of immediate feedback,
islogt, teachers must incorporate specific, individuaized feedback methods (Dillon &
Walsh, 1992; Gehlauf Shatz & Frye, 1991; Thach, 1993; Tiene, 1997; Willis, 1989). Not
having enough, or good enough feedback is a source of frugtration for distance learners
(Moore & Keardey, 1996). Willis (1992) suggests usng avariety of ddivery sysemsfor
interaction and feedback (i.e. phone, fax, e-mail, video). Distance teachers also need to
receive feedback, and work to incorporate needed changes (Ho, 1991). After an
assessment of a distance education program at an ementary school in lowa, one of the
suggestions was to "obtain as much feedback from students as possible’ (Elliot, 1995, p.
3"). "Feedback can be obtained by direct questions, assignments, quizzes, polls, and
guestionnaires' (Moore & Keardey, 1996, p.137).

Unlike atraditional classroom where the ingtructor can run the whole show,
distance education requires a team effort. "Ingruction is no longer an individud's work,
but the work of teams of specidists - media specidists, knowledge specididts,
indructiona design specidigts, and learning specidists’ (Moore, 1993, p.4). Ingtructors
in distance education must develop the ability to work with the other members of the
team (Connick & Russo, 1995; Gehlauf, Shatz & Frye, 1991; Ho; 1991; Opitz, 1996;

Thach, 1993; Thach & Murphy, 1995). "Unless the distance teacher makes a persond
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effort to coordinate arrangements at the remote Ste and works as a team member, the
distance learning experience may be a very unsatisfying one for many students’
(Gunawardena, 1992, p.66). "Thiswhole issue of administrative and support servicesin
distance education raises new requirements in knowledge and skill leve. . . . the need for
the ingtructor to coordinate with Ste facilitators, technical assgtants, and the ingtitution

support staff is critical for success' (Thach & Murphy, 1995, p. 61).

Theingtructor could wear many hats in the distance education team depending on
the specific context of the course. In some instances, the instructor will be just the
ingtructor for the course, likely aso filling the role of content expert (Witherspoon,

1995). In other Stuations, the ingtructor may take on other roles. In their review of the
literature on competencies needed for distance educators, Thach & Murphy (1995) list
thefallowing team members involved in a distance education class: indructor,
adminigrator, technology expert, indructiona designer, site facilitator, technician,

support saff, librarian, editor, evauation specidist, and graphic designer. In agiven
circumstance, the distance education teacher may fill any one or any combination of these

roles.
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Instructional Design Skills

Because of the differences between teaching over a distance and teachingina
traditiona classroom teachers have to adapt or redevelop their ingtructional materias.
The chdlenge isto design the class S0 there is an amosphere of "distance learning, not
digant learning” (Minali, 1996, p.250). Planning is critical to a successful distance
education course and deserves greater attention (Wolcott, 1993). A sound instructional
design is fundamenta to the success of any course. A whole book, or more, could be
written on various models or gpproaches to use in designing a distance education course.
Following are some of the elements of ingructiond design that distance teachers should

be aware of asthey prepare for a distance education class.

Animport initid skill isto find out the needs of the learners. "Though the
literature defines learner needs assessment and knowledge of learning stylesto be
important, in practice this does not often occur” (Thach & Murphy, 1995, p.70). This
beginning assessment provides afocus for the design of the distance educeation class
(Fowler, 1995). Aningtructor should conduct some sort of needs assessment whether
designing a new course or teaching a previoudy designed course (Thach, 1993). "Overdl,
if you stay focused on the learners and their needs, you will be successful” (Opitz, 1996,
p.326). The design for a distance education class should meet the needs of the learners,
particularly in providing opportunities for the specific activities for teacher - learner

interaction discussed above.
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Another dement of designing for distance education is planning ahead in order to
best utilize dasstime. Designing a distance education course is atime consuming activity
that requires more organization and planning than atraditiond class, and should take
place wel in advance of the course (Gehlauf, Shatz & Frye, 1991; Gunawardena, 1992;
McHenry & Bozik, 1995; Stedle, 1995; Wolcott, 1993) In one study "instructors
indicated that they felt a strong need to be well prepared for each televised class and that
‘winging it was not a dl advissble” (Gehlauf, Shatz & Frye, 1991, p.25).

Sdecting the gppropriate medium is another part of good design. '1~hisincludes
sdecting the main medium for ddivery (which is often pre-determined) and sdecting the
mediato be used in each class. In sdecting the medium the ingtructor should consider the
content, the learners, what technologies are available, cost effectiveness, ease of
operation, technica support, reliability, compatibility with existing systems, and ability to
adapt to different settings (Ho, 1991; Thach, 1993; Willis, 1989). The medium should be
chosen according to its effectiveness in assisting learners to understand the subject
(Gunawardena, 1992). Sometimes a smple drawing is more effective than a multimedia
presentation. A factor to consider in developing computer gpplications and online
indruction is the size of the learner's compuiter. If it isa smaler and/or dower machine it
might not be cgpable of handling some gpplications (Minali, 1996). If the medium is pre-
chosen, it isimportant to design the ingtruction to utilize that medium (Stedle, 1995;

Thach & Murphy, 1995).
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Distance educators should aso be familiar with the legd issues associated with
delivering indruction over adisance. The Fair Use laws provide guiddines for
educators. However, the Fair Use guiddines were developed for atraditiona classroom,
and things that may be within the bounds of the copyright lawsin atraditiona classroom
may not be when they are sent through a medium to remote locations (Bruwe heide,
1994). It is beyond the scope of this paper to explore the various issues associated with
copyright. However, distance educators should be aware of using copyrighted materias
and copyright information on the indruction they are ddivering.

Because digance education is reatively new in the K-12 environment, teachers
must aso be skilled in implementation, or introducing change. The distance educator will
need to implement new technology and new teaching methods. One study is
representative of the need for this skill. "Ingtructors indicated that traditiond ingtructiond
methods are not effective in the interactive television classroom, dthough their own
tendencies are to continue using traditional methods' (Gehlauf, Shatz & Frye, 1991,
p.24). According to Fowler (1995), successful implementation of advanced educationa
technologies requires an understanding of current educationa needs and procedures as
well as an understanding of the characteristics of the new gpproach and the psychologica

factorsthat are involved in adopting anew system.
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Conclusion

Because of the unique characteristics of distance education, teachers must learn
new sKkillsto be successful at helping students learn through this environment. Teachers
should develop sKkillsin using technology. Thisindudes becoming familiar with the
technologies that are available for use, and learning how to use and utilize the available
technologies. A distance teacher should be skilled in working with students over a
distance, incorporating interactive learning activities. The distance teacher must dso be
skilled in working with other members of the distance education team. Being able to
create and adapt ingtruction for a distance environment is also a necessary skill for the
distance educator. As teachers incorporate these skills they will be successful in teaching

learners in remote locations.
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